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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was the investigation of the
dynamics which occur in relationships between parents and
their adolescent children.

Two hundred and eighty-four

adolescents from local high schools were surveyed using the
Acquaintance Description Form for Adolescents.

They were

also asked to take home the Parental Response Questionnaire
for their parents to complete.

Of these, responses were

received from one hundred and seven parents.
Previous research has suggested that differences exist
between relationships maintained by adolescent children and
their mothers and fathers, particularly on the variables of
security and involvement.

Fathers have traditionally been

described as less secure in their relationships with their
children than mothers are.

Previous work also suggests that

fathers are less secure in their relationships with their
daughters as compared to sons.

The present study found

fathers to indeed be less secure than mothers overall, but
both mothers and fathers identified less security with their
daughters.

Fathers also described themselves as less

involved with their children than mothers were.
When describing their parents, adolescents reported
that mothers offered them more ego-supportiveness than did
fathers.

Daughters appreciated their parents' overall

uniqueness and individuality more than did sons.
vii

Daughters

also differentiated between their parents, finding mothers
more stimulating and offering more emotional affirmation
than did fathers.

Sons did not differentiate between

parents in this regard, but reported that they find mothers
to be significantly less stimulating than do daughters.
Sons also describe a significantly lesser amount of
emotional support from their mothers than daughters report.
As not all parents surveyed chose to participate in our
study, comparisons were made between the response patterns
of children whose parents completed and returned their
questionnaires, and those who did not.

Teens whose parents

did return their Parental Response Questionnaires described
their parents as more ego-supportive, and tended to interact
voluntarily with them more often.

They also described

their parents as more willing to contribute time and energy
to their needs and goals, and generally found the
parent-child relationship much less difficult to maintain
than did teens whose parents did not return their
questionnaires.
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Introduction
When discussing adolescent development, the image of a
bridge might be chosen as an apt metaphor.

The child at

this period may easily be pictured as being suspended
between two worlds, closer to childhood, but with his back
turned to it, facing the adult status that lies ahead.
However, while this picture may appear to be a simple and
appropriate tepresentation of this developmental stage, what
the adolescent actually experiences is usually much less
simple and unidirectional than the metaphor implies.

There

is generally a great deal of wavering, backtracking, and
even simultaneous movement in both directions, as the
adolescent struggles to establish the rough outl nes of his
personal future as an adult in society.
There have traditional

been many cont adictions

inherent in theories of adolescence (Coleman, 1978).

To

begin with, there is outright disagreement between those who
espouse the "storm and stress" view of adolescence, and
those who have described the adolescent years as being far
more stable and peaceful than had previously been supposed.
For example, Plato, along with other Greek writers, held the
view of youth as a time of marked emotional upheaval.
1
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The idea of turmoil following puberty haE been
strongly championed by the philosopher-psychologists of the
nineteenth century, as well as by the psychoanalysts of the
twentieth century.

Among the psychoanalysts, G. Stanley

Hall (1904) is often credi

with being the first to take

this point of v ew, when he suggested that individual
development recapitulates human evolutionary development.
Under this premise, adolescence is viewed as corresponding
to the prehistoric period, when the human species began to
break with the dictates of instinct, and the forces of
culture became preeminent.

The source of stress and

instability is the radical nature of the transition that is
taking place.

Although Hall received criticism for failing

to base his theory on careful observation, his description
of adolescence as a time of great turmoil has persisted,
bolstered for the most part by theorists whose writings are
based in the psychoanalytic tradition.

Anna Freud (1946),

for example, argued that the psychological defenses
developed in childhood are not sufficient to deal with the
upsurge of instincts that occurs as a result of puberty, and
as a consequence, "aggressive impulses are intensified to
the point of complete unruliness ... " (p.159).
One of the best-known proponents of the view that
adolescence is a time of crisis was Erik Erikson (Hall &
Linzey, 1978), who described adolescence as a period during
which the person forms a psycho-social identity.

This
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identity is composed of ego-selected ideals which are
integrated by the ego.

A primary element of this identity-

formation is the transition from childhood to adulthood, and
Erikson characterizes this life stage being filled with
suffering and confusion such as the adolescent has never
experienced before, and will never experience again.
Although other writers have similarly viewed
adolescence as a necessarily stressful life stage, the first
serious challenge to this view came from sociologists
Westley and Elkin (1957), who found teenagers to report
remarkably few "crises," and to, on the whole, describe
their adolescence as being relatively peaceful and tension
free.

While these findings were initially greeted with some

skepticism, later work seemed to support this picture.
Douvan and Adelson (1966) carried out a large-scale study
which involved more than 3,000 adolescents throughout the
United States, and their results corroborated the idea that
adolescence is perhaps less a period of "storm and stress"
than had been previously supposed.
It has been suggested that theories of storm and stress
during adolescence usually found their basis in clinical
case studies of pathological adolescents, and such evidence
was inappropriately generalized to normal adolescents
(Adelson and Doehrman, 1980).

This idea appeared to receive

some support from the work of Rutter, Graham, Chadwick, and
Yule (1976), who conducted a study in the United Kingdom

4

which included reports not only from the adolescents, but
also from both parents and teachers.

The results suggested

that the incidence of psychiatric disturbance is only
minimally greater in adolescence than it is in middle
childhood, and that serious communication difficulty or
withdrawal from contact with adults occurs relatively
infrequently, unless the child is already experiencing
psychiatric difficulties.

However, a significant proportion

(45%) of the teenagers did report feelings of misery or
uncertainty, feelings which generally seemed to go unnoticed
by parents and teachers.
While the opponents of the "storm and stress" view may
argue that adolescence is a relatively more peaceful stage
than was previously thought, they do not dispute that
adolescence is a time of major change in all areas of
functioning.

This period in the life cycle involves

dramatic transitions in the physical, social, sexual, and
intellectual realms, and transition of this order must
demand adaptation of an unusually wide-ranging nature.
Regardless of

ch model one accepts, it is undeniable

that for most people beyond the teen years, the events of
adolescence stand out in memory.

For some these memories

are of increased socialization and conviviality; for others
there are memories of isolation and loneliness.

Thoughts of

adolescence may conjure up memories of a period of emotional
tumult, with feelings ranging from elation to anger to
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depression, or adolescence may represent for some a time of
thoughtful introspection as one becomes aware of himself or
herself in new ways.

Regardless of the varied experiences

and emotions, regardless of whether one's personal
adolescent history is more one of "storm and stress" or
"calm and peace" adolescence signifies for all a time of
transition and personal growth, a time of exploration, and
identity formation that has a great impact on our future
experience or self and others.
The Social Nature of Adolescent Development
The exploration and maturation of the adolescent years
cannot proceed apart from the substantial

nfluence imparted

by significant relationships, and the most fundamental of
these are the relationships the adolescent experiences with
parents and peers.

Youniss and Smollar (1985) suggested

that by gaining an understanding of how relationships
develop during adolescence we can gain something of an
understanding of how adolescents themselves develop.

It is

apparent that the relationships with which the period of
adolescence begins do not remain constant as adolescence
proceeds.

As the relationships evolve, the adolescent

changes and becomes a person distinctly different from the
child.

The process can be considered developmental, for it

is systematic and entails a reorganization of the person
who, as a consequence, perceives self, others, and reality
differently.
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Many questions may be posed as to exactly how these
relationships shape and influence the individual during this
important time in his or her life.

Burke and Weir (1978,

1979) examined adolescents' psychological health and its
relationship to satisfaction with help from parents and
peers.

While adolescents were more likely to go to peers

for help, satisfaction with help from parents was more
related to the adolescents' psychological health and sense
of well-being than was satisfaction with help from peers.
O'Donnell (1976) reported that for both eighth-graders and
eleventh-graders, feelings towards parents were more highly
correlated with self-concept than were feelings towards
peers.

However, both studies showed significant

correlations between feelings towards parents and peers.
Therefore, the relative influence of parents and peers
remains unclear.
Greenberg, Siegel, and Leitch (1983) conducted further
work to assess the nature and quality of adolescents'
attachments to peers and parents and the relative influence
of these relations on measures of self-esteem and life
satisfaction.

They determined that the perceived quality of

adolescents' relationships to both parents and peers, their
frequency of utilization of peers, and their degree of
negative life change were significantly related to measures
of well-being.

The quality of attachment to parents was

significantly more powerful than that to peers in predicting

well-being.

In addition, quality of attachment to parents

showed a moderating effect under conditions of h
stress on measures of self-esteem.

li

These results were

consistent with work which suggests that close relationships
during the adult years affect outcomes such as mental
health, physical health, and reactions to traumatic life
events.
While the Greenberg et al. study seemed to suggest that
the parental relationship offers the adolescent more in the
way of certain types of rewards than does the peer
relationship, studies conducted by other researchers appear
to suggest otherwise.

Three important series of studies

investigated the strength of and rewards available in the
different relationships experienced during adolescence: Kon
and Losenkov (1978), Wright and Keple (1981), and the work
of Youniss and Smollar (1985).
Kon and Losenkov.
Kon and Losenkov (1978) conducted a study in the Soviet
Union which focused on boys and girls aged 14 through 17,
and an additional group of 20-year-old college students.
When asked to indicate how well different people understood
them and with whom they would share intimate or confidential
information, the subjects listed their best friends first,
although mothers were a close second.

Fathers were a

distant third for boys and an even more distant fourth for
girls, ranking after favorite teachers.

When asked who they
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would turn to in a complicated life situation, boys reported
that they would seek out their mothers first and their
fathers second.

Girls indicated that they would seek out

their mothers first, and their best friends second.
These findings suggested that adolescents found their
peer relationships to be more significant than their
parental relationships with respect to strength and
interpersonal rewards.

Peer relationships did not, however,

prove to be appreciably more significant than the
relationship between adolescents and their mothers.

The

relationship that appeared to be most lacking in closeness
and rewards was that between adolescents, particularly
adolescent girls, and their fathers.

These dynamics were

supported in the later work of Wright and Keple (1981).
Wright and Keple.
Wright and Keple (1981) surveyed 170 high school
juniors in Grand Forks, North Dakota, each of whom described
the relationship with his or her father, mother, best
same-sexed friend, or best opposite~sexed friend.

The study

was conducted using a questionnaire called the
"Acquaintance Description Form," also known as the "ADF"
(Wright, 1969, 1974.)

The ADF was designed to measure

different aspects of the strength and rewardingness of
interpersonal relationships.

This early version of the

ADF-F measured eight variables.

Adolescent girls were found

to differentiate among the four different groups of "Target
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Persons" (i.e. fathers, mothers, same- and opposite-sexed
friends) on six of the eight variables.
In general, the girls regarded their relationships with
friends of either sex to be stronger and more rewarding than
those with parents, especially their fathers.

Three of the

six variables stood out with respect to the girls' responses
to their fathers.

First, relative to both mothers and

friends, the girls tended not to be responsive to their
fathers' uniqueness and individuality.

That is to say, the

adolescent daughters did not regard their fathers as
bringing unique and irreplaceable characteristics and
qualities to the relationship.

Secondly, fathers were seen

as lacking in personal and emotional supportiveness.
Finally, fathers were seen by adolescent girls as lacking in
what Wright has labeled "self-affirmation value," meaning
that fathers were not seen as behaving in ways that would
help their daughters recognize and express the personal
characteristics they themselves thought were most
important.
In spite of these characteristics on which fathers
compared unfavorably with mothers and friends, fathers were
generally regarded as no less helpful and cooperative than
mothers and friends, and as no more difficult with whom to
get along.
Adolescent boys did not differentiate so clearly among
the four Target Person groups.

To the extent that they did
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respond differently to the different relationships, boys
responded somewhat more positively to their mothers and
opposite-sexed friends than to their fathers and same-sexed
friends.

In contrast to girls, there was no indication that

the adolescent boys regarded their fathers as especially
lacking in self-affirmation value

personal and emotional

supportiveness, or individuality and uniqueness.
The Wright and Keple study was later replicated with a
sample of high school students from Thief River Falls,
Minnesota, and essentially identical results were obtained.
The work of Wright and Keple yielded rich information
regarding relationships during the adolescent years, and
lent support to much of the earlier work done by Kon
Losenkov.

&

According to the data provided by the adolescents

in these studies, young people at this age profess to find
relationships with peers more rewarding at this stage than
relationships with parents, particularly with fathers.

With

this information, one might begin to wonder what it is
exactly that makes relationships with peers more rewarding
than those with parents at this stage of development.
Youniss and Smollar.
A great deal of further support was lent to those
earlier findings through the work of Youniss and Smollar
(1985).

Youniss and Smollar orchestrated a series of eight

studies conducted over a four-year period, which addressed
the relationships experienced by adolescents with their
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parents and peers.

In the course of these studies, 1,049

adolescents were sampled, ranging in age from twelve to
nineteen years, with males and females represented
approximately equally.
The goal of Youniss and Smollar was to describe the
characteristics of relational structures.

The procedure was

to investigate interactions in relationships.

Youniss and

Smollar looked at several types of interactive events,
including typical and enjoyed activities, topics and quality
of communication, conflicts and procedures of resolution,
and perceived obligations.

To this end, subjects were asked

to provide examples of three kinds of interactions that
"most commonly occur" in their relations with their mothers,
fathers, and close friends.

The subjects were asked to

provide the researchers with three descriptions of
themselves that most characteristically typified the way
they "felt or acted" when they were with their mothers,
fathers, or close friends, by completing an open-ended
sentence that was read to them as: "When I am with my father
(mother, close friend), I am most likely to feel or be

"

The subjects were asked to complete the sentence

with three descriptions for each of the three relationships.
With regard to the strength and rewardingness of peer
relationships, adolescents responded almost overwhelmingly
by identifying their peer relationships
this stage.

crucial during
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"My close friend understands me better than my parents

do," reported 70% of adolescents surveyed, and "I feel right
now in my life that I learn more from my close friend than I
do from my parents."
Close friendships are clearly important relationships
to adolescents.

Youniss and Smollar's data depicted the

peer relationship itself as enduring over time and as being
relatively problem free.

When close friends are together,

they appear most likely to engage in unstructured activities
that are usually described as "going out together" or
"hanging around together."

What seems to matter in these

situations is that the friends are together --- away from
parental supervision or observation, and outside the more
structured environments represented by home and school.
Conversations between close friends appear to be most
often characterized by mutual understanding.

Each friend

takes measures designed both to understand the other and to
be understood by the other.

The process of mutual

understanding takes place in an atmosphere of openness,
trust, and acceptance of the other's point of view, even if
it differs from one's own.
Summary.
Adolescent friendships, then, seem to be much more than
relationships of convenience or for entertainment.

These

friendships seem to teach adolescents the advantages of
cooperation, and may often even become a necessity.

In
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particular, adolescents recognize that self-understanding
needs a reference outside of the individual.

In friendship,

adolescents discover that their self-reflection gains
clarity when they are understood by another person and when
they reciprocally understand another person.

Thus, one of

the important purposes of peer relationships during this
stage is to aid in the process of self-definition and
insight.

The adolescent-peer relationship appears to

conform to a model of friendship developed by Wright
(1977).

This model is based on self and identities.

Among

other things, it is based on four self-referent behavioral
tendencies, as described below.
First, according to Wright, the individual tends to
behave in ways that maintain and, when necessary, reaffirm
his or her sense of uniqueness and individuality.

Second,

the individual tends to behave in ways that will almost
certainly define and reaffirm those self-attributes that are
thought to have important implications for his or her
self-concept as a whole.

Third, in situations necessitating

or encouraging self-evaluation, the individual tends to
evaluate his or her self in a positive self-enhancing
manner.

Finally, the individual is oriented in some degree

to changes in his or her self-attributes in the direction of
growth or positive elaboration.

Friendship, as described by

Wright, offers many rewards, aside from the development of a
sense of individuality in relation to another.

These
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include ego support, self-affirmation, stimulation, and the
utilitarian value of the friend.
Another role played by the peer relationship is to aid
the adolescent in making the transition from parental
control to personal autonomy.

Peer opinion often weighs

heavily with the adolescent, and peer opinion invades the
parent-child relationship at this point.

It is perhaps

difficult to appraise the actual nature and degree of peer
group influence in adolescence because perceptions of the
influence peer groups have on adolescents may be affected
and distorted by the kinds of attention given to adolescence
by the media.
In one study designed to assess how adolescents might
react when parents wanted them to do one thing and friends
another, hypothetical situations were presented to 1,542
seventh, ninth, and twelfth graders in Oregon (Larsen,
1972.)

Four situations were presented to the adolescents in

which parents and peers were giving opposing pressures.
These situations included going to a party, joining a club,
reporting an incidence of vandalism, and making a choice
regarding college curriculum.

The majority of students

chose in terms of the situation, but some were consistent in
choosing what parents would want, while others consistently
complied with their friends' wishes.

Most students remained

situation-compliant, however, saying that they would not be
swayed by pressure from either side.

15
Relationships with Parents
What about relationships with parents?

Are we to

believe they contribute nothing to the adolescent's growth
and self-understanding during the adolescent years?

Parents

may have complex feelings about their teenage children,
often with considerable ambivalence.

Not only may they

worry about their child's adequacy in coping with his life,
but they also may relive some of their own adolescent
feelings and concerns.

They may find it difficult to

achieve a satisfactory balance between controlling their
almost-grown children and allowing them sufficient freedom.
Relationships with parents are, without doubt, of great
importance during adolescence, although sociological and
psychological researchers have often portrayed adolescence
as the period in which adolescents leave childish dependence
by severing relationships with parents as a preparation for
autonomy.

Grotevant and Cooper (1986) proposed that this

relationship is not severed but remains the vehicle for
obtaining acceptance and validation.

Adolescents care what

their parents think about them a great deal (Youniss

&

Smollar, 1985; Youniss & Ketterlinus, 1987) because they
want their parents to approve of the individuals they have
become.
Using three methods including a survey of familial
attitudes, a measure of ego level for parents and children,
and an open-ended assessment of qualities family members

l
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admired in one another, Newman (1989) explored the nature of
the balance between individuation and cohesiveness over the
period from age eleven to seventeen.

What emerged was a

pattern of movement away from cohesiveness and towards
individuation.

Eleven-year-old children participate in

reciprocal role relationships with their parents.

Parents

at this point are interacting with their children in a more
rule-based, autocratic manner, and they feel comfortable
with this.

As the adolescent children become more similar

in ego level to the parents, the role relationship becomes
more individualized, less rule-bound, less predictable, and
therefore less comfortable.
In the Youniss and Smollar (1985} study, adolescents
reported that their parents generally retain the position of
authority.

The adolescents surveyed viewed their parents as

having the right to monitor, direct, and control their
behavior, to set rules and demand that they be followed, and
to present expectations for performance in matters such as
school work or chores around the house.

Two aspects of

parental authority seemed to differ during adolescence as
compared to childhood and may, therefore, imply
developmental change during adolescence.

First, parental

authority appears to be restricted to, or specialized by,
areas of adolescents' lives rather than being applied
universally to the whole of adolescents' lives.

There are

some topics that adolescents discuss with both parents,
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other topics that they discuss with only one parent, and
still other topics that they discuss with neither parent.
The result is that adolescents gain independence from
parental authority in some matters where they are then free
to act without their parents' knowledge or intervention.
The second aspect of parental authority which differs
in childhood and adolescence is the perception by
adolescents that they are now capable of partaking in
cooperative decision making with their parents rather than
having to remain passive while parents assert their
authority in a unilateral manner.
On both of these points, one cannot ignore
additional factor of differences between mothers and
fathers.

The authority of the father is quite restricted

relative to that of the mother.

The involvement of the

fathers in the lives of the adolescents in Youniss and
Smollar's (1985) study seemed to be restricted to the
domains of academic performance and future plans.

In

contrast, the involvement of mothers extended beyond these
issues and included issues pertaining to household rules,
emotional states, and the interpersonal domains of the
adolescents' lives.

Mothers and fathers were

differentiated, then, with respect to their domains of
involvement.

This differentiation leads to a further

discrepancy, with fathers being generally viewed as acting
unilaterally and being judgmental, while mothers were

l
18
perceived as being accepting, understanding, and acting
cooperatively as well as unilaterally.
Fathers and mothers themselves also report different
domains of involvement in the lives of their adolescents.
Power and Shanks (1989) interviewed parents of forty-two
fifth-, eighth-, and eleventh-graders.

Fathers reported

that they weie more actively involved in encouraging
instrumental behaviors such as independence and
assertiveness, at least among their eighth- and
eleventh-graders, while mothers saw themselves as more
involved in the training of interpersonal behavior such as
manners and politeness, and in encouraging child involvement
in domestic chores.

Fathers also reported that they used

more forceful techniques of childrearing than did mothers,
and both parents reported being more punishing and less
rewarding with their same-sexed children.
Earlier work by Youniss {1980) suggested that
pre-adolescent children are prone to perceive their parents
as "figures" who have knowledge and power to get things
done, especially those things children need or want.

This

perception may be seen as the logical consequence of the
structure of unilateral authority.

A shift occurs during

adolescence, however, which allows parents to be viewed as
personalities rather than just figures (Youniss
1985; Smollar

&

Youniss, 1989).

&

Smollar,

Results suggest, however,

that fathers are still viewed primarily in terms of their
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role as a father, while mothers are perceived more
concretely in terms of their actions, ideas, feelings, and
needs (Youniss & Smollar, 1985).

While it would be risky to

conclude that mothers are fully understood apart from their
positions as mothers, it is clear that mothers are no longer
simply perceived as existing solely within their roles as
mothers, and that mothers' personalities are appreciated to
a greater extent than are fathers' personalities.
These findings are similar to those of Kon and Losenkov
(1978), and of Wright and Keple (1981).

Youniss and Smollar

(1985) suggested that undoubtedly adolescents also begin to
see their fathers from the perspective of their roles, and
this holds an important implication for parental roles as
they are divided by gender.

The data suggested that in many

ways fathers are elusive persons in that they administer
authority selectively and often indirectly, reveal little of
themselves through free-form, self-disclosing conversations,
and manifest little involvement in the several personal
areas that are of central concern to adolescents.

Fathers

also report a tendency to explain rules and expectations
less often as the child moves through adolescence (Newman,
1989).

This may be important, as Newman (1989) suggests

that parents who continue to offer explanations during
adolescence for their behavior and requests, while at the
same time giving their children freedom to make their own
decisions, are most likely to reach a point where their
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children appreciate them more fully as caring, nurturing
adults.
The resulting perception of the paternal role, then, may
be restricted to narrowly view fathers as providers,
advisors about how society works, problem solvers, and
arbiters of serious disputes.

Not only is this a narrow

perspective of the role of fathers, but it also obviously
falls short of an appreciation of fathers as individuals
with unique feelings, needs, ideas, and personalities.
Gender differences in perception of relationships with
parents.
In short, then, the way in which an adolescent
experiences the relationships with each parent is likely to
differ in relation to whether the adolescent is male or
female, as well as in relation to the sex of the parent.
The term "adolescent-parent relationship" is almost too
general in the literature.

For adolescents themselves, the

term has different meanings whether the term is describing a
daughter or a son in a maternal or in a paternal
relationship.
A broad review of the literature does allow for some
generalizations.

Adolescent children have consistently

differentiated between mothers and fathers along several
psychological dimensions.

The question of what contributes

to these unique dyadic relationships is a complex one, even
without taking into account individual personalities.

As
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will be discussed next, the psychological dimensions along
which adolescents have tended to differentiate between
parents include communication and help-seeking, authority,
conflict, involvement, and available rewards.
Communication and help-seeking.

This first dimension

pertains to communication and includes the range of topics
that are brought up as well as the form of discussion that
usually prevails.

In general, parents were reported to

engage in more social conversation than friends about
academic/vocational and family-related issues, whereas
peer-related issues were less commonly discussed with
parents than with friends (Cooper et al., 1983; Hunter,
1985; Noller & Bagi, 1985).

The overall picture is of

separate spheres, each with limitations on the sorts of
interactions that would ordinarily occur with one but not
with the other parent.

Adolescents report generally that,

with regard to communications, interactions with fathers
tend to emphasize aspects of their lives such as future
schooling, while more personal issues such as getting along
with peer groups are less often discussed.

Mothers were

described as more open to listening to problems, and to
helping the adolescent clarify feelings than were fathers.
Furthermore, communications between daughters and fathers
are quite restrictive relative to those between daughters
and mothers, while both parents' communications with sons
seem to fall between these extremes (Youniss, 1980).
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Another important dimension of communication pertains
to seeking aid, in particular, advice (Kon
Wright

&

Keple, 1981).

&

Losenkov, 1978;

When the adolescent is seeking

advice of a personal or emotional nature, he or she is more
likely to turn to the mother, rather than the father.
might be explained, at least i

This

part, by the fact that

adolescents report that they feel better understood by
mothers than by fathers (Millen
Losenkov, 1978; Wright

&

&

Roll, 1 77; Kon &

Keple, 1981; Youniss

&

Ketterlinus,

1987).
As adolescents report that they communicate more with
their mothers about deeper emotional issues, it would seem
to follow that adolescents should also report feeling better
understood by their mothers than by their fathers.

This may

be especially true for daughters, who report that they
presume that their fathers might either be disinterested or
judgmental should they reveal what they are really thinking
(Youniss & Smollar, 1985).

It appears that insomuch as

disclosing problems permits a person to be known, daughters
expose themselves to mothers while keeping themselves hidden
from fathers.
Authority.

As mentioned earlier, parents continue to

be viewed by their adolescents as being the voice of
authority, but during these years the domains of each parent
diverge.

While mothers generally appear to remain involved

in the deeper emotional aspects of the adolescent's life,

l
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fathers seem to largely recede into the background,
particularly for daughters.
Although the adolescent males in the study of Wright
and Keple (1981) did not differentiate clearly among their
parents in terms of the interpersonally rewarding aspects of
the relationships, the adolescents in Youniss and Smollar's
work described some specific differences.

Thei

data

suggested that sons experience a relationship with fathers
that can best be described as "distant but respectful."
Sons did not feel comfortable or open with their fathers;
however they do share activities together and they do appear
to respect fathers as advisors on practical matters.
In contrast, relationships with mother are often not
distant, although they also involve authority.

Many mothers

and sons appear to have a close relationship based on
openness and the sharing of confidences.

At the same time,

mothers are clearly rulemakers who require obedience and
respect.

The majority of sons saw their mothers as

monitoring them from perspectives of concern and love,
although occasionally this concern was seen as too
intrusive.
Thus, while the "authority" label may be sufficient to
describe father-son relationships, it is only descriptive of
part of the mother-son relationship.

Mothers not only give

advice and make and enforce rules, but they also listen to

I
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problems, share confidences, and at times can be friends as
well as parents.
Daughters, on the other hand, identified a more extreme
distinction when describing

the father-daughter and the

mother-daughter relationships.

The daughters in Youniss and

Smollar's (1985) sample perceived fathers as authority
figures who provide advice on practical matters and
guidelines for their daughters' behavior.

Although some

fathers also encourage and support their daughters, this
support is from a distance and lacks emotional content.

The

infrequent contact between fathers and daughters usually
lacks intimacy, understanding, and acceptance.

Daughters

generally described themselves as uncomfortable and
withdrawn in this relationship, but at the same time, actual
conflicts rarely occurred.

Thus, their relationship with

fathers was much the "non-relationship" also described by
Wright and Keple (1981).
In contrast, the dynamics of the relationship between
mothers and daughters appeared to involve a combination of
authority and equality, intimacy and contact.

Mothers were

viewed by daughters in much the same way they are viewed by
sons; as authority figures, but not distant ones.

Daughters

feel free to share confidences with mothers, as well as to
fight with them and disobey them.

Mothers meet their

daughters' emotional as well as material needs.

In

addition, daughters perceived their mothers as persons who

l

I

25

need their help as much as they perceived them as persons
who can help them.
Conflict.

While some may think that parent-adolescent

conflict is inevitable, others think it is avoidable.

There

are different interpretations of what conflict means, and
whether it is constructive or destructive.

According to the

psychoanalytic viewpoint, the adolescent must conflict with
his parents in order to strive toward an identity as a
distinct and independent being.

At the same time, he still

wants the love, comfort and protection that his parents have
always provided (Freud, 1946).
A second point of view is that parent-adolescent
conflict is neither essential nor inevitable.

It has been

found that amiable relations between parents and adolescents
may be more the rule than the exception (Adelson, 1970.)

A

study of high school seniors and parents indicated that
large differences in values and goals did not divide the two
generations, as had been previously supposed.

What conflict

was reported was generally not severe, and this idea was
born out in later work (Ellis-Schwabe

&

Thornburg, 1985).

Sources of conflict most commonly appeared to revolve around
issues such as home responsibility and spending money,
selecting clothes, and use of the telephone.

Conflict areas

with mothers appeared to be of a more personal nature, while
conflict areas with fathers were more reality-oriented
(e.g. spending money or using the telephone).

Despite these
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differences, conflict with mothers was more prevalent than
that with fathers, especially for females.
Rewards.

Work done by earlier researchers showed many

of the same dynamics in the availability of interpersonal
rewards that were described later by Youniss and Smollar
(1985).

Mothers were consistently perceived by their

adolescent children as more nurturant and as more
controlling through indirect, covert methods (Droppleman

&

Schaefer, 1963).
Relationships with mothers seem to be characterized for
both sexes by better understanding and more emotional
rewards being received {Kon & Losenkov, 1978; Wright
Keple, 1981).

&

While both sons and daughters felt better

understood by mothers than by fathers, daughters found the
relationship with fathers particularly unrewarding.
Wright and Keple (1981) took considerable interest in
the peculiar "non-relationship" between fathers and
daughters at this stage.

They speculated as to some of the

particular dynamics which might contribute to a relationship
which, although not particularly ave

ive

offered the

daughter little or nothing by way of interpersonal rewards.
In attempting to provide some explanation for this
emotionally-distant relationship, Wright and Keple offered
two tentative hypotheses.
Perhaps, they suggest, fathers as a group may identify
more strongly with their sons and have a greater interest in
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and concern for their growth through adolescence to
manhood.

By contrast, fathers identify less strongly with

daughters and therefore appear aloof and distant, showing
little concern for the specific ways in which the daughter
moves toward greater physical and emotional maturity.
Some support for this idea has been found.

Indeed,

fathers with pre-adolescent children have been shown to
state explicitly that they feel more responsibility towards
their sons than toward their daughters (Fagot, 1 78;
Gilbert, Hanson, & Davis, 1982).

Fathers have also been

shown to behave in ways which suggest that they may feel
more responsibility toward male children.

In an

observational study, Margolin and Patterson (1975) observed
fourteen families which had both a son and a daughter.
Although they found no differences in the responses of
mothers to their sons and daughters, fathers were observed
to provide almost twice as many positive responses to their
sons as to their daughters.
Regardless of the types of responses provided by
fathers to their adolescent children, adolescents report
that they spend a greater proportion

their time with

their fathers doing leisure activities than working, while
time spent with mothers is spent equally in work and in
leisure (Montemayer

&

Brownlee, 1987.)

Overall, adolescents

of all ages reported spending proportionately less time with
their fathers than with their mothers, and most of the time
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spent with fathers occurred when mothers were also present.
In contrast, more time was spent with mothers apart from
fathers than with both parents together.

Adolescents did

report that they were more satisfied with activities
performed with their fathers than they were with acti ities
performed with their mothers.

A second hypothesis

t

by Wright and Keple (1981) is that perhaps fathers regard
themselves as inexperienced and unfami ia

~ith the

nds

issues and problems confronting adolescent girls, and
therefore feel unknowledgeable and insecure about
appropriate ways to relate to their daughters, especially at
deeper emotional levels.
Of particular interest for the investigation of this
hypothesis is an unpublished study undertaken by Altenburg
(1986), which attempted to investigate the dynamics of this
"non-relationship" described by Wright and Keple.

Data were

obtained from sixty-six adolescent females between the ages
of fourteen and seventeen.

All subjects were attending a

public high school in Williston, North Dakota.

Data were

obtained using a revised version of the Wright's
Acquaintance Description Form (Wright, 1969, 1974), which
was known as the Acquaintance Description Form for
Adolescents (ADF-A).

A newly developed instrument, the

Parental Response Survey (PRS: Altenburg, 1986), was also
employed.

The Parental Response Survey was designed to

assess how the female adolescent characterizes the
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relationship she maintaines with her father.

The

questionnaire used a Likert scale format to query the
adolescent as to how frequently a variety of interactions
occurred in the father~daughter relationship.
these interactions included items such as

II

Examples of

When I talk to

my father about a personal problem, I feel that he is
uncomfortable," or

II

If I asked for advice on a personal

problem, my father would try to help me."
Thirty-one sets of parents also provided data using
another scale developed for the purposes of this study, the
Survey of Parental Reactions, which was designed to assess
how the father would react if the adolescent daughter was
involved in a variety of situations.

Examples of these

situations were ones such as "failed in her tryout for some
extracurricular activity," or "earned a well-deserved
recognition for being an intelligent and creative person."
Although both the Parental Response Survey and the
Survey of Parental Reactions were unstandardized
instruments, data obtained through their use suggested some
interesting dynamics at work.

Adolescent girls appeared to

view their fathers as emotionally distant from them, and
seemed to attribute this to their fathers' lack of
identification with them, or to his preference to remain
generally uninvolved with them. Fathers, on the other hand,
perceived the same emotional distance as their daughters,
but attributed it instead to their feelings of insecurity,

30
rather than to the fact that they felt aloof towards their
daughters.

This, then, would suggest that although fathers

and daughters may perceive the emotional and psychological
distance in their relationship in approximately the same
way, they disagree on the underlying causes, a
misunderstanding which could prove important in explaining
many of the dynamics of relationship.
While the Altenburg study raised some intriguing issues
for the study of the father-daughte

elationship, its main

weakness was the use of two instruments which had not
undergone standardization, a source of potential distortion
of the data.

For this reason, a project was undertaken to

develop a validated form of an instrument similar to the
Parental Response Survey to allow for more confident means
of assessing the parental-adolescent relationship.
The new instrument, the Parental Response
Questionnaire, (Altenburg, 1988), was developed to address
two elements which were related to the hypotheses of Wright
and Keple.

Instrument items addressing one such element,

Involvement versus Lack of Involvement, were designed to
reflect the degree of involvement and responsibility the
parent perceived as characteristic of his relationship with
the adolescent.

The second element, Security versus

Insecurity, was addressed by items which were thought to
reflect the degree of ease or anxiety the parent experienced
in the relationship.

A third group of items were included,

1
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the purpose of which was to identify any pattern of
responding which might be accounted for by an overall
positive or negative bias.

The items were selected from a

larger pool on the basis of their high correlation with the
overall score for the dichotomy (e.g., Security versus
Insecurity) with which they were associated, and a low
correlation with the other dichotomy (e.g., Involvement
versus Lack of Involvement).

In this way, an attempt was

made to select items which would most clearly discriminate
between the two dichotomies, such that the newly developed
Parental Response Questionnaire would be composed of two
separate scales which were sensitive enough to allow the
researchers to differentiate between parents who behaved in
an aloof manner toward their adolescent child because of
feelings of insecurity and those who responded this way due
to a general lack of involvement.

I

When item selection had been completed, the final scale
was administered to fathers of adolescent daughters.

In

conjunction with this, the daughters and wives of these men
were presented with vignettes describing fathers who were
extremely secure, insecure, involved,

uninvolved.

Using

a Likert scale format, mothers and daughters were instructed
to independently assign ratings to their husband/father,
indicating where he fell between the extremes with regard to
his relationship with the daughter.

Mothers and daughters

completed the identical forms independently.
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When all forms had been completed, the responses of the
mother and daughter were compared.

If they showed general

agreement, their responses were compared to the responses
given by the father on his form.

It was assumed that if, in

general, the mother-daughter responses appeared to ag ee
with the father's perception of himself in the relationship,
the newly developed Parental Response Questionnaire could be
judged to have good validity.
One hundred and sixty packets, each containing forms
for the mother, daughter, and father, were distributed to
adolescent girls at two public and one parochial high school
in Grand Forks, North Dakota.

One hundred and nine form

packets were received that were of use, in that mother and
daughter agreed on their perception of the father-daughter
relationship.
Previous evidence had suggested that the two variables,
involvement and security, were highly related, but did
demonstrate enough independence that they could and perhaps
should be assessed using separate scales.

Further

justification for this idea was found in the development of
the Parental Response Questionnaire.

Although security and

involvement were highly correlated, they contained enough
differing elements to justify their assessment by means of
two separate and distinct measures.

The differential

sensitivity of the two scales was shown not only in the item
selection, but also in the comparisons made between fathers'

: I
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responses and those of mothers and daughters.
daughters' views of the fathers'

Mothers' and

involvement correlated

significantly with fathers' views of their own involvement,
while not showing a significant relationship with fathers'
responses regarding security.

Thus, the Involved versus

Uninvolved scale was quite sensitive to involvement or lack
of involvement, both as perceived by the fathers

by the

mothers and daughters.
The responses of mothers and daughters regarding the
fathers' security were also found to correlate significantly
with the fathers' reports of both security and involvement.
The Security versus Insecurity scale therefore proved to
discriminate less well between the fathers' feelings of
involvement and security, at least as viewed by mothers and
daughters.
In explanation of this, Altenburg proposed the idea
that perhaps a scale designed to measure security would not
discriminate well between security and involvement because
they are quite naturally related.

In other words, perhaps

fathers who are secure are also involved as a natural
consequence of that security.

At the same time, a father

who appears outwardly to his wife and daughter to be very
involved might actually harbor inner feelings of
insecurity.

It may be for this reason that differential

agreement in reports of fathers with those mothers and
daughters are seen.
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The Current Study
The development of the Parental Response Questionnaire
makes possible the assessment and comparison of the
different relationships which exist between adolescents and
their parents, now using a standardized instrument.
was the primary focus of the current study.

This

Essentially,

the current study attempted to replicate the Altenburg
(1986) work, employing the Acquaintance Description Form for
Adolescents (Wright, 1985), but replacing the Parental
Response Survey with the newly developed and standardized
Parental Response Questionnaire.

A further extension of the

Altenburg (1986) study is the addition of a sample pool of
adolescent boys.
It has been suggested that fathers find themselves
feeling insecure and unknowledgeable, rather than
disinterested, in their relationships with their adolescent
daughters.

How might the elements of security and

involvement be represented in the relationships between
fathers and sons?

How might the dynamics of Security and

Involvement compare in relationships adolescents experience
with mothers?

Are mothers in general really more secure and

involved than fathers?

Does the security and involvement of

the mother differ in situations where the adolescent is of
one sex versus another, or are mothers equally as secure and
involved with adolescents of either sex?

Are there other
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important factors which might contribute to the secu ity and
involvement of the parent besides sex of the child?
It is qtiestions such as these which formed the basis of
the current study.

Although it seems that no relationship

between a parent and adolescent may be thought of as really
typical, this study attempted to address the degree of
security and involvement present in the typical relationship
between an adolescent and his or her parent of either sex.
At the same time, the relationships were explored from the
point of view of the adolescent, in an attempt to understand
the sorts of interpersonal rewards adolescents receive or
fail to receive from their parents.
With these points in mind, the current study was
designed to address the following specific questions:
1.

Do fathers identify less involvement or security

than mothers in their relationships with their adolescent
sons and daughters?
2.

Are there basic differences in the ways adolescents

view their relationships with their mothers and fathers?
particular, do adolescent daughters suggest that their
relationships with their fathers provide less for them in
terms of interpersonal rewards than do their relationships
with mothers?

In

CHAPTER II

METHODOLOGY

Subjects and Procedure
Participation was solicited from 284 adolescents in the
Grand Forks, North Dakota and Thompson, North Dakota schools
and their corresponding parents.

Researchers made contact

with the adolescents in the schools, and volunteers among
these students were asked to take a copy of the Parental
Response Survey home to their parents.

A cover letter was

included explaining the project and requesting participation
from those parents who were willing to complete the survey.
A stamped, self-addressed envelope was included with the
questionnaire to allow parents to mail the completed form
directly to the researcher.
The adolescents were also asked to complete a copy of
the Acquaintance Description Form for Adolescents (Wright,
1969, 1974), describing their relationship with a particular
parent, and to return it to the researcher along with the
parent's form.

An opportunity was provided for participants

to receive information regarding the findings of the study
upon its completion.
Demographic information was obtained from parents who
returned their Parental Response Questionnaires.

Ages

ranged among the 107 parents who provided data, with roughly
36
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34% of parents falling into the 30-40 age group, 52% falling
in the 40-50 group, and 14% being 50 years or older
Parents cited a broad cross-section of occupations,
resulting in a sample that included educators, healthcare
professionals, skilled laborers, administrators, students,
homemakers, and many others.

Eighty-seven percent of

respondants indicated that they were mariied, while only 13%
reported that they were divorced, widowed, or single.
Adolescent children also were described as representing
a broad range of ages and ordinal positions.

All 284

responding teens cited ages between fourteen and eighteen
years.

Of the 107 whose parents responded, the majority

came from families of two children (40%), while the second
largest number were one of three children (27%).

Fifteen

percent of respondants came from families having more than
four children, and only seven percent were only children.
Instruments
Acquaintance Description Form for Adolescents (ADF-A).
Since the completion of the Wright and Keple (1981)
study, the ADF has been revised and expanded to be
applicable to a broader range of personal relationships
{Wright, 1985).

The revised version, called the ADF-A, was

adapted for use by adolescents simply by excluding those
scales that would be inapplicable for teenaged subjects
describing friends or parents.

The ADF-A is composed of

forty-five closed-ended statements which subjects then
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respond to on a zero- to six-point scale indicating the
extent to which the item in question characterizes the
subject's relationship with a designated individual called
the Target Person (TP).

The forty-five statements allow for

the measurement of nine variables in the form of nine
five-item scales.

One of these nine variables is a measure

of response bias called General Favorability.

Two are

separate but correlated measures of response strength called
Voluntary Interdependence and the Person-qua-Person factor.
Five of the scales measure different interpersonal rewards
labeled Stimulation Value, Utility Value, Ego Support Value,
Self-Affirmation Value, and Security Value.

The remaining

scale is a measure of the degree of tension or strain in the
relationship called Maintenance Difficulty.
Scores for each of the ADF-A variables are calculated
by summing responses to the five items in the appropriate
scale.

Possible scores range from zero to thirty.

A copy

of the complete instrument may be found in Appendix A.
Information concerning reliability and validity is available
in Wright (1985).
Parental Response Questionnaire (PRQ).
The Parental Response Questionnaire (Altenburg, 1988)
is composed of twenty statements to which the subject
responds on a zero- to five-point scale, indicating the
extent to which the item in question characterizes the
designated parent's relationship with the target
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adolescent.

The twenty statements allow for the measurement

of two variables in the form of two eight-item scales.

One

of these two variables, Involvement, is a measure of the
parent's involvement with the adolescent by way of shared
activities and general interest.

The other variable,

Security, is a measure of the parent's comfort level in
interacting with the adolescent regarding general and
personal issues.

Four items are also included in the

questionnaire which are a measure of general response bias,
referred to as General Favorability.

Scores for each of the

PRQ variables are calculated by summing responses to the
eight items in the appropriate scale.
from zero to forty.

Possible scores range

A copy of the complete instrument may

be found in Appendix B.

Reliability and validity

information is available in Altenburg (1988).

CHAPTER

III

RESULTS
Parents' Responses to their Adolescents on the Parental
Response Questionnaire
Parental Response Questionnaire data were obtained from
107 parents of the adolescents who had completed the ADF-A.
Correlations among the variables of Security, Involvement,
and General Favorability as reported by mothers and fathers
were computed, and are presented in Table 1.

The

correlation between the Security and Involvement scales was
.60, while that between Security and General Favorability
was .59.

The correlation computed between Involvement and

Favorability was .50.

A summary of these correlations is

found in Table 1.
Analyses of the data from the 107 questionnaires
returned by parents revealed differences among parents
responding to either their sons or daughters with respect to
each of the three PRQ variables.

Due to the likelihood that

the Favorability variable would contribute to the variance
of the other two variables, a two-way analysis of covariance
was used, with Favorability as the covariate.

These

analyses were followed, when indicated, by the Newman-Kuels
test for individual contrasts.
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Differences Among Groups
Mean scores on each PRQ variable for mothers and fathers
responding to their adolescent sons and daughters are
presented in Table 2.

Standard deviations for the subgroup

means on the three variables ranged from 6.3 for mothers
describing their involvement with their adolescent daughters
to 2.1 for fathers describing the general level of
favorability with which they viewed their relationships with
their adolescent daughters.
Security.

Analyses of the data show significant

differences between the amount of security experienced by
parents in their relationships with their adolescent sons
and daughters.

As a group, parents showed significantly

higher mean scores for security when describing their
adolescent sons than when describing their adolescent
daughters (F=S.32, p<.024.)

At the same time, mothers

reported Security means when describing their children,
regardless of sex, that were significantly higher than did
fathers (F=ll.86, p=.001.)
Involvement.

Analysis of the data showed that mean

scores did not differ significantly for the amount of
involvement parents had with sons versus daughters.
However, involvement means were significantly higher for
mothers describing their relationships with their adolescent
children (F=4.22, p<.043), than for fathers.
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Adolescents' Responses to their Parents on the Acquaintance
Description Form
Analyses were performed on the data received from 107
adolescents who had completed the ADF-A, and whose parents
had returned their Parental Response Questionnaires.
Correlations among the variables of the ADF-A were computed
and are summarized in Table 1.
The primary analyses of the data examined differences
among subjects responding to the two different Target
Persons (i.e. mothers and fathers) with respect to each of
the ADF-A variables, including General Favorability.

Due to

the suspected contributions of the General Favorability
variable to the overall variance of the means, differences
among the mean scores for the two Target Person groups were
assessed by means of a two-way analysis of covariance, with
General Favorability as the covariate.

Analyses were

followed, where indicated, by the Newman-Kuels test for
individual contrasts.

Results of these analyses are

summarized in Table 3.
The 107 adolescents whose parents returned their forms
identified significant differences among the means on
several variables.

Specifically, significant differences

among means were shown on the variables of Stimulation
Value, Maintenance Difficulty, Security Value, and the
Person-qua-Person variable.
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Stimulation Value.

Comparison of the means

r this

variable shows that daughters of parents who ret r

their

forms (See Table 3) reported significantly higher mean
stimulation values for their mothers than for their fathers
(F=S.O, p<.001.)

The mean scores for daughters and mothers

were also significantly different from those reported
sons for their mothers.

Sons reported no significant

differences between the means for either parent.
Maintenance Difficulty.

Sons in this sample (See Table

3) provided significantly greater mean scor

for

Maintenance Difficulty when describing their mothers than
did daughters, who reported the least amount of difficulty
with this relationship (F=4.l, p=.046.)
Security Value.

Daughters whose parents returned their

forms (See Table 3) showed significantly higher mean scores
than sons when describing the security value they received
in their relationships with their mothers.

Sons indicated

the lowest level of security value in this relationship
relative to all other parent-adolescent dyads (F=4.6,
p<.001.)
Person-qua-person.

Daughters in this sample showed

higher mean values than sons when responding to the
uniqueness and individuality of their parents (F=4.0,
p=.049.)
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Ego-Support Value, Utility Value, Self-Affirmation
Value, and Voluntary Interdependence.

No significant

differences were found among the means for these variables.
Due to the possibility that a self-selection bias was
contributing to the variance in the group of 107 adolescents
whose parents had returned their questionnaires, an analysis
of variance was conducted comparing the response patterns of
that group with the responses of the 284 adolescents whose
parents had not returned their questionnaires.
these analyses are contained in Table 4.

Results of

Parents who had

returned their questionnaires showed higher means on Security
Value (F=6.29, p=.01), and Voluntary Interdependence (F=4.51,
p=.04.)

No interaction effects of parent, gender of teen,

and return were seen.
Since two significant differences were found between the
two groups, the decision was made to conduct additional
analyses using the·entire group of 284 adolescents who had
responded.

As with the previous sample, differences among

the mean scores for the two Target Person groups were
assessed by means of a two-way analysis of covariance, with
General Favorability as the covariate.

Analyses were

followed, where indicated, by the Newman-Kuels test for
individual contrasts.

Results of these analyses are

summarized in Table 5.
Analyses of the data from the 284 adolescents again
showed significant differences among the means on several of
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the ADF-A variables.

While adolescents whose parents had

completed and returned their questionnaires displayed
differences among the means on the variables of Stimulation
Value, Maintenance Difficulty, Security Value, and the
Person-qua-Person variable, the total group (including those
whose parents had not returned their Parental Response
Questionnaires) showed significant mean differences on the
variables of Stimulation Value, Ego-Support Value, and
Security Value.
Stimulation Value.

In this larger sample (See Table 5),

the mean stimulation value that daughters reported for
mothers was significantly greater than the mean values
reported by daughters describing their fathers (F=5.0,
p<.001.)

Sons did not differentiate between parents.

Ego-support Value.

For this sample (See Table 5),

adolescents reported significantly higher means when
describing mothers than when describing fathers (F=5.02,
p=.026.)

Security Value.

As with the previous sample, daughters

who were describing their mothers showed significantly higher
mean Security Value scores than sons describing mothers or
daughters describing fathers (F=6.7, p<.011.)

Sons, however,

showed no significant differences from daughters when
describing fathers (See Table 5.)
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Utility Value, Self-Affirmation Value, Maintenance
Difficulty, Voluntary Interdependence, Person-qua-person.
Significant differences were not found among the means in
either group for these variable.
Summary
As has been discussed, two points of departure were
noted between the sample of 107 adolescents whose parents
completed and returned their Parental Response
Questionnaires, and the 177 whose did not.

Adolescents whose

parents responded to the current study showed higher means on
the variables of Security Value and Voluntary
Interdependence.

As it is possible that this group of 107

adolescents may represent a self-selected sample whose
results may not generalize to the larger population,
discussion of the results of this study will center around
the data of the total sample of 284 adolescents, as well as
the data from the 107 parents who responded to the Parental
Response Questionnaire.
This research was begun with several basic questions.
First, do fathers identify less involvement or security than
mothers in their relationships with their sons and daughters?
Secondly, do basic differences exist in the ways adolescents
view their relationships with their mothers and fathers?
particular, do daughters suggest that their relationships
with their fathers provide less in terms of interpersonal
rewards than do their relationships with mothers?
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In spite of difficulties with self-selection bias, the
current study may be able to answer these questions.

Based

upon data from the 107 parents who responded to the Parental
Response Questionnaire, and the 284 adolescents responding to
the Acquaintance Description Form, this research has shown
the following:
1.

Fathers in the current sample did feel less secure

than mothers in their relationships with their
adolescents.

Parents as a group also reported that

they generally felt more secure when dealing with
their adolescent sons than with their adolescent
daughters.
2.

Fathers did report that they were generally less

involved in their childrens' lives than were
mothers.
3.

Teens described their mothers as more ego-supportive
than fathers.

4.

Daughters described their mothers as offering them
more security when it came to protecting their areas
of emotional vulnerability.

Sons described

significantly less of this type of emotional
security with their mothers than daughters did.
5.

Daughters described mothers as more stimulating than
fathers.
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Table 1
Correlations Among Parental Response Questionnaire and
Acquaintance Description Form Variables For
107 Parents and Adolescents

sv

PRQ

Inv

Fav

UV

SAV

MD

ESV

GF

SECV

Sec

.60

.59 .32 .44

.34

-.18

.36

.27

.20

.20

.29

Inv

.50 .29 .44

.35

-.13

.35

.30

.31

.32

.37

Fav

.27 .35

.43

-.19

.34

.40

.28

.39

.40

.71

.70

-.38

.76

.74

.62

.63

.67

UV

.71

-.42

.79

.78

.66

.63

.70

SAV

-.41

.88

.81

.78

.69

.80

VID

PQP

ADF-A

sv

MD

-.5

.77

GF

.75

.75

SECV

.64

.71

VID

n=l07

.78

-.34 -.39

.67

ESV

.82

-.46 -.6

.77

.87
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Table 2
Adjusted Mean Scores of 107 Mothers and Fathers
Responding to their Sons and Daughters
on the Parental Response Questionnaire

Parent ( A}
Mother

F-Values

Father

Son
(n=28}

Dau
(n=27}

Son
(n=27}

Dau
(n=25}

F(A}

Favorability
(covariate}

13.7

14.2

13.9

13.7

0.38

Security

33.4

32.3

31.4

28.9

Involvement

35.6

35.0

34.1

33.9

Teen(B}

F(B}

F(AXB}

Means

* p < .04
** p < .001

0.46

0.88

11. 86** 5.32* 0.84
4.05*

0.40

0.09
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Table 3
Mean ADF-A Scores of 107 Sons and Daughters
Responding to their Mothers and Fathers

Teen (B)
Son

Daughter

F-Values

Parent(A) Father Mother Father Mother F(A)
(n=27) (n=28) (n=25) (n=27)
Means
Favor ability
(covariate)

23.2

21. 2

22.70

Stimulation
Value

18 . 6 ab

18 . 1 a

1 7 . 2 a1

Ego-Support
Value

21.3

20.9

20.1

Security
Value

2 0 . 2ab

18. 7a

Utility
Value

23.1

Self
Affirmation
Value

19.0

Maintenance
Difficulty

11 . 11 ab 13 . 6 a

1. 91

0.47

0.08

2 . 19

0.01

5.0**

21.8

1.94

0.47

0.08

19 . 1 ab

21. 1 b

O. 0 7

0.70

4.6**

22.5

22.3

24.0

0.60

0.25

3.00

18.7

19.1

19.8

0.09

0.72

0.54

13 . 0 ab

11 . 0 b

O• 0 6

0.09

4.1**

18.5

0.08

1.66

1.33

0.07

4.0*

0.27

Voluntary
17.6
Interdependence

16.3

17.7

Personqua-person

21. 8

23.1

22.2

F(B) F(AXB)

20.7
9 . 7b

22.3

* p < .04
** p < .001
a,b,c: Means in a given row not having a common superscript
differ significantly (p < .05) according to the
Newman-Keuls test.
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Table 4
Comparison of Mean Scores for Adolescents Describing
Parents Who Did or Did Not Return Their
Parental Response Questionnaires
Mean Scores
ADF Variables

Returned
(n=l05)

Not
Returned
(n=l79)

F

p

Stimulation
Value

18.43

17.20

2.96

0.09

Utility
Value

22.95

21. 46

3.65

0.06

Self-Affirmation
Value

19.10

17.87

2.10

0.15

Maintenance
Difficulty

12.15

13.44

3.11

0.08

Ego-Support
Value

21. 02

19.93

2.35

0.13

General
Favor ability

21. 75

20.78

1. 98

0.16

Security
Value

19.75

17.65

6.29

0.01

Voluntary
Interdependence

17.46

15.56

4.51

0.04

2.56

21. 28

2.42

0.12

Person-quaPerson
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Table 5
Mean ADF-A Scores of 284 Sons and Daughters
Responding to their Mothers and Fathers

Teen ( B)
Son

Daughter

F-Values

Parent(A) Father Mother Father Mother F(A)
(n=63) (n=43) (n=36) (n=35)

F(B) F(AXB)

Means
Favorability
(covariate)

21.1

20.7

21. 5

20.8

0.48

0.08

0.06

Stimulation
Value

18. 2ab

1 7. 6ab

16. 6a

18 .1 b

0.94

1. 56

5.0**

Ego-Support
Value

19.8

20.9

20.1

20.8

5.02* 0.04

0.15

Security
Value

18. 5ab

17. 7ab

18. oa

19. ab

1. 05

2.58

6.7*

Utility
Value

22.6

22.1

22.0

21.1

0.03

0.56

0.01

SelfAffirmation
Value

17.9

18.5

17.9

19.2

0.32

0.50

0.04

Maintenance
Difficulty

12.8

14.0

12.9

12.1

0.40

1. 93

1.56

Voluntary
16.4
Interdependence

16.2

15.9

16.6

0.07

0.04

0.09

Personqua-person

21. 6

21. 8

22.5

1. 50

3.11

0.19

21. 3

* p < .02
** p < .001
a,b,c: Means in a given row not having a common superscript
differ significantly (p < . 0 5) according to the
Newman-Keuls test.

CHAPTER IV

DISCUSSION

What then, are the basic dynamics of the
parent-adolescent relationship?

According to the findings

of the present study, the specific answer often depends on
whether the adolescent in question is a boy or a girl, and
whether the parent is a mother or a father.
Fathers Are Less Secure Than Mothers
The fact that fathers in our study revealed themselves
to feel less secure than mothe s seemed generally aligned
with traditional beliefs, which tend to portray mothers as
more experienced and familiar with their children due to the
greater amount of "direct car" time mothers are thought to
spend with children during the early years of development.

Whether or not this idea has any basis in fact, mothers
indeed describe themselves as being more secure with their
adolescent children than fathers are.
The fact that parents indicate a lesser amount of
security in their relationships with their daughters, as
compared to their relationships with their sons may be
consistent with previous work, which suggests that fathers
find less security than mothers, particularly in their
relationships with their daughters versus sons (Altenburg,
1986).

It was, however, an unexpected finding that mothers
53
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found greater security with the mother-son relationship.
Ironically, sons described the lowest amount of Security
Value in their relationships with their mothers, relative to
all other parent-adolescent relationships.

While the

variables of Security as defined by the Parental Response
Questionnaire, and Security Value, as defined by the
Wright's Acquaintance Description Form, may not be
identical, both have as their basis an expressed
understanding and insight into the adolescent's deeper
emotional needs.

Mothers apparently feel they are most in

tune to their sons in this regard, while sons feel
otherwise.

Also surprising was the fact that fathers did

not describe differences between the degree of security they
specifically feel with their adolescent daughters and sons.
This was not consistent with our expectations, nor with
previous research which suggests fathers generally report
themselves to feel less secure than mothers, and
significantly less secure with daughters relative to sons.
The current study did not find this express effect.

It

appears that the picture is more complex than previously
imagined, at least for this sample.
One factor possibly contributing to the greater
feelings of insecurity experienced with daughters by parents
in the current sample may be the ever-increasing variety of
choices that are available to young females in this day and
age.

While the adolescent male is also experiencing rapid
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growth and development during the teen years, the options
available to him are relatively the same as those afforded
his father.

The life of a young male growing up in the

1980's and 1990's is not much different from that of an
adolescent male raised in the 1950's or 1960's, and
consequently, parents may feel that they "have a handle" on
what their sons are experiencing as they transit from youth
to manhood.

On the other hand, adolescent women of today

are presented with a wider array of opportunities than the
women of previous decades, and parents of either sex reared
in a generation when a woman's role in society was narrow
and traditional may find themselves

ncertain about ways to

relate to their adolescent daughter as she becomes a young
woman of the 90's.
Fathers Are Less Involved Than Mothers
Consistent with previous research in this area (Youniss
& Smollar, 1985; Power & Shanks, 1989), fathers in our

sample described a restricted degree of involvement with
their adolescent children, relative to mothers.

Previous

accounts in the literature have suggested that the father's
domain of involvement is indeed narrower than the mother's,
often being restricted to such issues as academic
performance and future plans (Wright & Keple, 1981; Cooper
et al., 1983; Hunter, 1985; Noller

&

Bagi, 1985).

No significant differences between sons' and daughters'
reports of the father's involvement were seen.

This

56

suggests that the idea that fathers may be less involved
with their daughters than with their sons (Margolin

&

Patterson, 1975; Montemayer and Brownlee, 1987) did not hold
true, at least for the current sample.
Mothers Offer More Ego-Supportiveness
Mothers are seen by adolescents as providing a greater
degree of ego-supportiveness than fathers do.

This variable

is defined by Wright (1985, pg. 44) as " ... the degree to
which the subject is regarded as supportive, encouraging,
reassuring, and, in general, as behaving in ways that help
the respondant maintain an impression of him/herself as a
competent, worthwhile person."
Previous work has suggested that mothers are more open
than fathers to listening to their adolescent's problems,
and to helping the young person clarify feelings (Cooper et
al., 1983).

Adolescents have reported throughout the

literature that they feel better understood by their mothers
(Larsen, 1972; Millen & Roll, 1977; Kon & Losenkov, 1978;
Wright & Keple, 1981; Youniss and Ketterlinus, 1987).

This

greater level of understanding may permit mothers, as
compared to fathers, to offer greater degrees of support,
encouragement, and reassurance.
Daughters Find Mothers To Offer More Emotional Security
Security Value is defined by Wright as " ... the degree
to which the subject regards his/her Target Person as safe
and non-threatening due to his/her disinclination to behave
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in ways that would betray trust, cause embarrassment, or
draw attention to the subject's points of weakness or
self-doubt" (Wright, 1985, pg. 44).
Daughters found significantly more Security Value with
their mothers than with fathers, therefore, they view
fathers as less "trustworthy" where their important emotions
are concerned.

There may exist something of a "double-edged

sword" for fathers; daughters are less inclined to communicate their deeper emotional needs to fathers than to
mothers (Youniss, 1980) because they feel fathers do not
care or will pass judgment on them (Youniss

&

Smolla

1985), but daughters then describe fathers as less
responsive than mothers to these same emotional needs.
Significant differences were also seen between the
amount of Security Value daughters and sons experienced with
mothers.

Sons described less emotional security with their

mothers, but this was not significantly less than
experienced by sons and fathers, or by daughters and
fathers.

This suggests that either daughters endow mothers

with such a tremendously high level of emotional awareness
and support that the same dynamic in all other parent-child
relationships seems meager in comparison, or that sons'
estimations of the emotional loyalty of his parents in
general is extremely low, as low as that between daughters
and fathers.

While sons do not characterize their com-

munications with fathers as being especially relaxed or open

i
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(Wright & Keple, 1981; Youniss & Smollar, 1985), they at
times have identified their mothers as "intrusive" (Youniss
&

Smollar, 1985), suggesting that sons, like daughters, may

not always be inclined to reveal their deeper emotions to
the parent of the other gender.
Daughters Find Mothers More Stimulating
Daughters in our sample viewed fathers as less
stimulating than mothers.

The literature has suggested that

daughters feel more free to share confidences with their
mothers as opposed to fathers, and to fight with and disobey
them (Wright

&

Keple, 1981; Power

&

Shanks, 1989).

Mothers

meet daughters' emotional as well as material needs, and
daughters perceive mothers as individuals who may need their
help, as well as individuals who are able to offer help
(Youniss

&

Smollar, 1985.)

The mother-daughter relationship

appears to be more egalitarian than that between father and
daughter, and it may follow that such a relationship offers
the daughter more by way of interest and stimulation.
Conclusions and Implications for Future Work
The current study was designed to address the
relationship between parents and their adolescent children.
In spite of difficulty obtaining responses from parents, and
a probable self-selection bias, this study has suggested
some important dynamics at work in the parent-adolescent
relationship.
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Fathers identify less security and involvement with
their adolescents than mothers do, and mothers and fathers,

as a group, feel less secure with their daughters than with
their sons.

Mothers are seen by their adolescents as

providing more ego-support than fathers.

Daughters find

their mothers to be more stimulating, and are more apt to
trust their mothers to protect their areas of emotional
vulnerability.

While sons were significantly less trusting

of mothers in this regard, there was no real difference
between their relationship with mothers and those between
sons and fathers and daughters and fathers.
While the current study found the above differences
between fathers and mothers, one might question whether
these trends will continue into the future.

With the

ever-increasing number of two-career families, childcare
responsibilities appear to be shifting to include increasing
contributions from fathers, and one cannot help but wonder
what effect this will have upon the father's relationship
with his children.
With the evolution of relationships, the adolescent
changes to become someone distinctly different from the
child.

It is an inescapable fact that the relationships

with parents will affect and have the potential to alter the
course of the child's growth and development to adulthood.

As we complete the 20th century and move towards the 21st,
one might surely expect to see the relationships between
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parents and adolescents continue to grow and change, as
parental and familial roles do.

It seems undeniable that

ongoing efforts will be necessary to allow an accurate
portrayal of adolescents and their evolving relationships
with parents at this unique life stage.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A
ACQUAINTANCE DESCRIPTION FORM FOR ADOLESCENTS (ADF-A)
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ACQUAINTANCE DESCRIPTION FORM

This form lists some statements about your reaction to an
acquaintance called the Target Person (TP). Please indicate
your reaction to each statement on the special answer sheet
you have been given. Perhaps some of the situations have
never come up in your relationship with TP. If this happens,
try your best to imagine what things would be like if the
situation did come up.
1. TP can come up with thoughts and ideas that give me new
and different things to think about.
2. If I were short of cash and needed money in a hurry, I
could count on TP to be willing to loan it to me.
3. TP makes it easy for me to express my most important
personal qualities in my everyday life.
4. TP's ways of dealing with people makes him/her rather
difficult to get along with.
5. If I accomplish something that makes me look especially
competent or skillful, I can count on TP to notice it and
appreciate my abilities.
6. TP is a genuinely likeable person.
7. I can talk freely and comfortably with TP without
worrying about being teased or criticized if I say
something pointless, inappropriate, or just plain silly.
8. If I hadn't heard from TP for several days without
knowing why, I would make it a point to contact him/her
just for the sake of keeping in touch.
9. If TP were to move away or "disappear" for some reason, I
would really miss the special kind of companionship
he/she provides.
10. When we get together to work on a task or project, TP can
stimulate me to think or new ways to approach jobs and
solve problems.
11. If I were looking for a job, I could count on TP to try
his/her best to help me find one.
12. TP is the kind of person who makes it easy for me to
express my true thoughts and feelings.
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13. I can count on having to go out of my way to do things
that will keep my relationship with TP from falling
apart.
14. If I am in an embarrassing situation, I can count on TP
to do things that will make me feel as much at ease as
possible.
15. If I were asked to list a few people that I thought
represented the best in "human nature," TP is one of the
persons I would name.
16. TP is the kind of person who likes to "put me down" or
embarrass me with seemingly harmless little jokes or
comments.
17. If TP and I could arrange our schedules so that we each
had a free day, I would try to arrange my schedule so
that I had the same free day as TP.
18. TP expresses so many personal qualities that I like, that
I think of him/her as "one of a kind," a truly unique
person.
19. TP can get me involved in interesting new activities that
I probably wouldn't consider if it wasn't for him/her.
20. If I were short of time or faced with an emergency, I
could count on TP to help with errands or chores to make
things as convenient for me as possible.
21. TP treats me in ways that encourage me to be my "true
self."
22. I have to be very careful about what I say if I try to
talk to TP about topics that he/she considers to be
controversial or "touchy."
23. If I have some success or good fortune, I can count on TP
to be happy and congratulatory about it.
24. TP has the kind of personal qualities that would make
almost anyone respect and admire her/him if they got to
know her/him well.
25. I feel free to reveal private or personal information
about myself to TP because he/she is not the kind of
person who would use such information to my disadvantage.
26. If I had decided to leave town on a certain day for a
leisurely trip or vacation and discovered that TP was
leaving for the same place a day later, I would seriously
consider waiting a day to travel with him/her.
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27. "False sincerity" and "phoniness"
e the kinds of terms
that occur to me when I'm trying to think honestly about
my impressions of TP.
28. When we discuss beliefs, attitudes, and opinions, TP
introduces viewpoints that help me see things in a new
light.
29. TP is willing to spend time and energy to help me succeed
at my own personal tasks and projects, even if he/she is
not directly involved.
30. TP is the kind of person who makes it easy for me to do
the kinds of things I really want to do.
31. I have a hard time really understanding some of TP's
actions and comments.
32. If I have to defend any of my beliefs or convictions, TP
is the kind of person who supports me, even if she/he
does not share those beliefs or convictions with me.
33. TP is a pleasant person to be around.
34. When I am with TP, I feel free to "let my guard down"
completely, because he/she avoids doing and saying things
that might make me look inadequate or inferior.
35. When I plan for leisure time activities, I make it a
point to get in touch with TP to see if we can arrange to
do things together.
36. When TP and I get together, I enjoy a special kind of
companionship that I don't get from any of my other
acquaintances.
37. I know I can count on TP to be ready with really good
suggestions when we are looking for some activity or
project to engage in.
38. If I were sick or hurt, I could count on TP to do things
that would make it easier to take.
39. Doing things with TP seems to bring out my more important
traits and characteristics.
40. I can count on communication with TP to break down when
we are trying to discuss things that are touchy or
controversial.
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41. TP has a way of making me feel like a really worthwhile
person, even when I do not seem to be very competent or
skillful at my more important activities.
42. It is easy to think of favorable things to say about TP.
43. TP is quick to point out anything that he/she sees as a
flaw in my character.
44. If I had just gotten off work or out of class and had
some free time, I would wait around and leave with TP if
he/she were leaving the same place and hour or so later.
45. I would miss TP very much if something would happen to
interfere with our acquaintanceship.

APPENDIX B
PARENTAL RESPONSE QUESTIONNAIRE (PRQ)
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Parental Response Survey
This questionnaire is part of an effort to study adolescents
and the relationships they form.
Please study the items
carefully and respond as honestly as you can. Your
cooperation is greatly appreciated.
Instructions:
Using the following rating scale, please rate each statement
in terms of how characteristic it is of your relationship
with your adolescent son or daughter. Circle the number
following each statement that corresponds to the best answer
for that statement.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

definitely false
mostly false
unsure
mostly true
definitely true

1. If I deny my teenager permission to do something, I feel
it is only right to explain my reasons for doing so.

1

3

2

4

5

2. If my teenager earned recognition for academic
achievement, I would feel happy and proud, but would
ot really know how to share my feelings with him/her.
2

1

3

4

5

3. If I learned that my teenager was searching for a job, I
would ask him/her whether there was anything I could do to
help.

1

3

2

4

5

4. My teenager and I get along really well almost all of the
time.

1

2

3

4

5
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5. I cannot really recall the last time my teenager and I
spent time alone together.
1

2

3

4

5

6. I can talk freely and comfortably with my teenager
without being afraid of saying the wrong thing.
1

2

3

4

5

7. I have a hard time understanding some of my teenager's
actions and comments.
1

2

3

4

5

8. My relationship with my teenager could be described as
"nearly perfect".
1

2

3

4

5

9. I enjoy talking with my teenager.
1

2

3

4

5

10. I sometimes feel that my relationship with my teenager
is not all that it should be, but do not know what to do
about it.
1

2

3

4

5

11. If my teenager were to fail in his/her tryout for some
activity, I might feel disappointed for his/her sake, but
would not really feel personally involved.
1

2

3

4

5

12. I have the kind of positive relationship with my
teenager that almost any parent would envy.
1

2

3

4

5

i

i
1;1
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13. There are some topics my teenager and I never discuss
because they are too controversial or "touchy".
2

1

4

3

5

14. I often inquire as to what activities my teenager
has engaged in that day.
1

2

4

3

5

15. When my teenager is talking to me about a life
situation, I tend not to say much for fear that I will
reveal that I do not understand what he/she means.
1

2

3

4

5

16. If my teenager were to leave home, I would feel a real
void in my life.
1

2

3

4

5

17. If my teenager were having problems with a romantic
relationship, I would prefer that he/she speak to my
spouse about it, as I would feel rather uncomfortable
discussing it with him/her.
1

2

3

4

5

18. My relationship with my teenager is so good that I
cannot think of any changes that would make it one bit
better.
1

2

3

4

5

19. If my teenager earned recognition for outstanding
academic work, I would feel very happy and proud, and
would find some way of letting him/her know how I felt.
1

2

3

4

5

20. When I see my teenager cry, I feel uncomfortable and do
not know what to do.
1

2

3

4

5
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